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CHAPTER ONE

The Stronghold

Silken powered up through the water, exploding from the river’s surface in a shower of bright droplets and laughing as the sun hit her fur. A burst of tiny rainbows pattered past her nose as the light caught the spray, and Silken twisted like a leaf in the wind before the pull of the river called her back down.

Settling, she floated on her back, her eyes closed against the sun. The water was warm this close to the bank, shallow and calm. She had been working hard enough that she deserved a little rest, she thought, though she peeped sideways to see if any of the other young beavers had noticed her slacking off.

They couldn’t even see her here, she realised. They were all further downstream, energetically tackling a fallen tree that was lying half in, half out of the water. With a sigh, Silken turned right side up again, and looked regretfully at the branch she should have been towing. She wasn’t sure it was even worth taking it back to the lodge. Frost and Speckle would call it a twig, which was only a bit unfair. It really wasn’t very big. She didn’t understand how they managed, tossing about great logs the way they did.

‘You all right?’

Silken whirled, almost somersaulting round her tail, and the old beaver behind her chuckled. ‘Wish my tired bones would let me swirl about like that,’ Grizzle said comfortably. ‘Fast as a fish you are, girl. What were you doing staring up at the sun?’

‘Resting,’ Silken said. ‘Just for a moment,’ she added quickly. She didn’t want Grizzle thinking she was smaller and weaker than the others. Silken knew that she was – but she tried not to make it too obvious to everyone else.

It was all very well being as fast as a fish, but that wasn’t worth much when it meant her teeth were as weak as a fish’s too. For a long time Silken had supposed it was just her age – that her adult teeth would grow in eventually, and then she’d be able to chew through massive tree trunks like the rest of the clan. She was starting to understand that it was never going to happen.

So she busied herself with other jobs. Always there, always helping. Not giving anyone a chance to notice that her teeth could only nibble at tree bark, instead of biting through to the wood beneath.

She was good at other things, Silken tried to tell herself, but it was getting harder and harder to listen. Her swimming was fast, acrobatic – but what use were silly tricks? Slow and steady wins the day, her father said. He always seemed to say it just when Silken had swum faster, or dived deeper than the others. To remind her that she had nothing to be proud of.

‘Take that piece down to the dam, my little dear,’ Grizzle said, nodding downstream. ‘I’ll go and chase the others. They should have that trunk cleaned up and ready to swim by now.’

Silken nodded. Grizzle hadn’t even bothered asking her why she wasn’t dressing the tree trunk with Frost and Speckle. She was the useless one, the little dear. A funny, undersized creature, willing to help, of course, but not to be counted upon. Silken wondered bitterly how much time the builders spent finding unimportant tasks to keep her busy.

She had been so happy, only moments before. The sunlight on her fur had been such a simple pleasure. Now, she swam on homewards, clumsily guiding the thin branch with her paws, fighting the strong flow of the river as it tried to seize the wood and fling it downstream ahead of her.

She hoped Grizzle wasn’t still watching as she squirmed and flailed, hating her weak paws and needle teeth. She was only half in control of the slim branch as the river tumbled her past Frost and Speckle and the others, and she heard Frost’s smothered crow of laughter and Speckle hushing him. Don’t care, she muttered to herself. Don’t care.

She caught the branch in a strong grip at last, and let the river carry her in towards the bank, and the side channel that led to the dam, and the Great Lodge of Stronghold that was built atop it.

They were in the middle of the springtime rebuilding, securing the dam and the lodge for the year ahead. Silken could see older members of the clan scurrying over the top of the dam, testing the logs, patting in more sealing mud. That was her father up there, Silken realised as she came closer, casting a grim glance over a heavy timber wall from the roof of the lodge. Silken ducked lower in the water, trying to hide behind her branch. She knew she looked bedraggled and exhausted, and she was bringing in a branch her father would give kits to play with.

Her father spotted her, of course, and raised a stiff paw in salute. Russet, one of the junior builders, came darting over to see what Silken had brought in. She was a summer or so older, just recently passed out of her apprenticeship, and quietly proud of herself. She had also obviously been briefed about Master Grey’s little daughter. ‘Excellent, excellent,’ she murmured, smiling cheerfully at Silken. ‘I’ve just the place for that.’

Silken nodded, not wanting any part of that energetic enthusiasm. ‘The others are bringing in a big timber any moment now,’ she muttered. ‘A fallen oak, it looked like, from further upstream. Good and solid.’

Russet brightened for real this time, her whiskers flickering. ‘Oh, truly? We need something heavy to brace the main chamber. Definite cracks there, you know.’ She glanced eagerly past Silken, hoping to spot the others coming in, and Silken retreated, scurrying out of the corral as she heard them splashing in down the channel.

They were rightly proud. It was a massive tree trunk they’d brought in, one that would have the builders clambering all over it for a day or two, chuckling and muttering to themselves, calling measurements and joyfully tapping at the true heart of the wood. The six young beavers shunted it into the corral, shoving their catch up half on to the bank to ground it good and tight. Silken watched as they dusted off their paws, nudging each other proudly as Russet squeaked at them in delight.

Her own thin branch slipped back into the water, unnoticed. Silken didn’t bother to chase after it.
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That night she sat between Frost and Speckle, nodding and patting their paws whenever an older clan member came over to praise the tall oak. She was caught up in their celebration without being part of it, and the food was dry and tasteless in her mouth.

‘Here, try this.’ Frost passed her a clay dish of delicately braised reed hearts, a treat that the cook had set before them with a laugh and a ruffle of Frost’s silver-tipped fur. That kind of special dish was usually kept for the most senior builders. Everyone, all through the lodge, had heard about the young ones’ mighty catch.

‘No!’ Silken pushed it away, slopping the herb sauce over the side.

‘Hey!’ Frost peered at her in the candlelight. ‘What’s up with you?’

‘Nothing.’ Silken stared down at her plate. She tried to swallow another mouthful of pickled marsh marigold, but it caught in her throat, leaving her spluttering. Frost thumped her hard on the back, nearly sending Silken face-first into her dinner.

‘Sorry!’ Frost boomed cheerfully, yanking her back on to the bench. ‘Don’t know my own strength sometimes.’

Silken longed to hit him back, or deal him a savage bite in the soft fur below his throat, or fling that dish of waterlogged reed hearts in his face. But she wouldn’t. Her father was watching, for a start. Besides, Frost hadn’t done anything wrong. He’d done everything right. That was what was so hard.

‘Silken, won’t you sing for us?’ Speckle laid a dappled paw over hers. ‘One of those story songs you tell about the grey beaver and his travels. Can we have the one where he goes all the way downstream and finds the sea?’

‘Not now,’ Silken said. ‘No one wants a song – they want to talk to you about that tree.’

I don’t want to sing, was what she really meant. None of the others sang, although a few of the younger beavers would thump the tables to keep a rhythm for her or stamp their feet. Singing was another thing that made Silken strange. She had begun to chant and chatter to herself as just a little thing, or so they told her, making up sweet strings of nonsense about the ripples and the waves and the singing wind in the rushes. She’d only sung to amuse the other kits at first, but a few times now the younger ones had pushed her up at dinner and made her sing for the whole company.

‘Make a song about our tree!’ Frost yelled excitedly, and he and Speckle each grabbed her by a paw and lifted her up on to the table among the plates and dishes. Silken couldn’t see a way to get down without singing. She stared down at the timbers of the table for a moment, catching up her tail in her paws and kneading at it. She didn’t see the troubled eyes of a few of the older clan, as they watched her stroke her tail tip thoughtfully under her chin. No other beaver would do that, not ever.

At last Silken began to hum a low quiet note, a strange sound that cut through the chatter in the hall, and made the beavers lay down their last morsels of candied daisy or nut cake, to watch the youngling standing on the table.

She sang.

I stood tall, above the rushes,
My branches clawing to the sky.
Tall I stood all your clan’s lifetime,
But in your hearts, you heard me sigh.

It was a strange and mournful song, and Silken heard the whispers round the tables. An uncertain muttering, a shifting of paws.

‘This isn’t what I meant at all,’ Frost growled to Speckle, loud enough for Silken to hear. ‘I meant about how we brought it in, not this airy-fairy sort of stuff.’

But Speckle only shoved him sideways and went on listening. Silence fell gradually over the rest of the company too, their talk of woodwork and foraging dying away to nothing. The beavers listened, and the song twined itself inside them, and set down roots.
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Silken did not feel as though she chose to stop singing – the song simply ended. She stood blinking uncertainly atop the table, lost for a moment.

‘Here.’ Speckle was in front of her, holding out a paw to help her down, and Silken scrambled gratefully off the table, anxious to hide herself away from all the watching eyes. There seemed to be hundreds, gleaming at her in the candlelight.

‘What was all that about?’ Frost whispered to her when she was back on the bench. Silken stared back at him dazedly. ‘I thought you were going to sing about how clever we were to bring in such a great tree,’ he added grumpily. ‘Not gloomy stuff about roots and sap and dying.’

‘I’m sorry. It was just what came to me,’ Silken murmured, trying to catch the wisps of words inside her head. She peered around the hall, noting that the company was oddly silent now. From the sidelong glances she kept intercepting, the song had something to do with it.

Silken sighed. There was nothing she could do about it. She grabbed a piece of nut cake, suddenly starving, and sat hunched and nibbling, trying not to listen to the conversation floating around the hall.

‘She’s such an odd little thing, isn’t she? That eerie song, wherever did she learn something like that!’

‘Poor Master Grey.’

‘Well, these things do happen, when you . . .’ The speaker’s eyes bulged a little as a companion stuck a sharp elbow in his side. He shot a glance across at Silken and subsided.

Silken sank her shoulders lower, and made a show of eating the nut cake, though the sweetness was gluing her teeth together, and it left her feeling sick.

She was just wondering how soon she could slip away without anyone noticing when she heard a rustling and a whispering and glanced around to see that her father was approaching.

The beavers believed that each and every creature in the clan was equal, so they had no such thing as a high table; but as the Master Builder, her father sat at what would have been the high table if they had one. Silken and her companions were far down the other end of the hall, and every beaver that Master Grey passed on his journey through the room made sure to nod at him and murmur their evening wishes.

‘It’s late, small one,’ Grey said to her, his voice a low rumble that carried round the tables. Silken hurriedly slid down from the bench and followed him, wishing that he would call her by her name. He seemed to make a point of reminding everyone that his only child was small and strange. Still, she wanted to go.

Silken scurried after him down the hall, and through the maze of passages to their sleeping quarters, two interconnected rooms off a small gathering place.

‘That song,’ her father said, his voice so quiet that Silken had to lean close to hear. ‘Where did it come from?’

She blinked at him uncomfortably. He didn’t like her to draw attention to herself, and he didn’t approve of her singing. He had never forbidden her to do it, but she knew it worried him. In truth, Silken thought dismally as her father hung up the lantern on the wall, he did not want this daughter noticed for anything. It was a very short step to thinking that he did not want her at all.

‘I don’t know,’ she whispered. ‘I didn’t make it up. At least, I don’t think I did.’ She bowed her head, waiting for him to tell her that was nonsense, and wondering if she should have lied. But the strength of the words and those long sad notes was still somewhere inside her, and she could not deny them.

Her father nodded, as though he’d expected something of the kind. ‘Be careful, small one,’ he muttered, and this time she didn’t mind the pet name as much. His concern for her was there in the growling of his voice, and the clumsiness of his massive old paws as he bunched up the small reeds to make her a soft bed.

‘Is it wrong, to sing?’ she asked hesitantly.

‘It’s different.’ He turned to look at her. ‘Different is . . . not wrong, but it can be dangerous.’ He sighed. ‘I don’t know what to do with you, little one,’ he went on, almost to himself. ‘Perhaps we should go upriver and ask the swan. He might have some advice, if we can find him. If he’ll talk.’

Silken hung her head. She was so much trouble. It was hard to hear her father – her father who was so strong! – admit that he needed help, that he didn’t understand her, didn’t know what to do with her. And why would the old swan know better than her own father?

Silken had met the swan once before as a tiny kit, scurrying through the reeds after her father. The huge bird had been daunting, his neck long and snake-like, his speech a curious mixture of hisses and barks that she’d found hard to understand. The thought of talking to that strange creature made her feel cold inside.

‘I’ll try harder,’ she said.

Her father didn’t answer her, but she knew that it was what he had been wanting to hear. His paws were still clumsy as he reached out to stroke the top of her head. He had never found it easy to show affection – never seized her in his arms or swung her around as other fathers did.

As a younger child she had wished that he would hug her, but she’d grown used to how he was. Now, that clumsy touch made her want to hang on to his paw and not let go. But she was too old to crawl into his lap these days, even if she was still small enough.

Perhaps if my mother were still alive, things would be easier, she thought, for the hundredth time. Silken had been so young when her mother had died that she didn’t remember her at all. It seemed to hurt her father when she begged for stories, so she had stopped asking long ago.

Her father turned away from her, padding into his own room. Through the opening between the two she saw him wrap his paw around a small wooden box that was pushed to the back of a shelf. He glanced back at Silken, and she knew that he was waiting for her to be safely in her bed, so that he could open it.

Inside, she knew, was a green scarf, finely woven out of rush fibres and dyed with some sort of bright leaf. On other nights, when he thought she was already sleeping, she had crept to the door and seen him take the scarf out and wrap his paws in it. He fell asleep that way sometimes, his head pillowed on the shining fabric.

‘Goodnight,’ she whispered now. She curled up into the sweet grass bed, and sighed. Maybe tomorrow, she thought, as she had so many times before.

Maybe tomorrow I’ll be bigger. Maybe tomorrow I’ll be like the others. Maybe tomorrow he’ll be proud of me.
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